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ACE Research Vignette: Bill Gates’ mug shot: Is there a secret link between 
rule-breaking, crime, and entrepreneurship? 
 
This series of research vignettes is aimed at sharing current and interesting research findings from international 
entrepreneurship researchers. In this vignette, Dr. Martin Obschonka, considers the relationship between 
entrepreneurship and rule-breaking. 
 
Background and Research Question 
 
“I think if we want to understand the entrepreneur, we should look at the juvenile delinquent.” This quote from Harvard 
Business School Professor Abraham Zaleznick reminds us that innovation and entrepreneurship often involve some sort of 
rule-breaking. Almost per definition, entrepreneurs are describable as non-conformists that diverge from established 
norms, explore the unknown, and create something truly new under the sun. Starting an own business might thus be 
comparable to juvenile rebellion because it obviously requires a rule-breaking mindset, unless you are in an environment 
where starting businesses is the norm. Already the father of innovation and entrepreneurship research, Joseph A. 
Schumpeter, stressed 100 years ago that the entrepreneur is nothing else than a productive rule-breaker – a “rebel” that 
contributes to society by introducing new products and ideas and by challenging established market players. From this 
perspective, it might not be very surprising to find a police mug shot of one of the most famous and successful 
entrepreneurs of our time, Bill Gates, co-founder of Microsoft (Figure 1).  
 
 
 
Figure 1: Bill Gates’ mug shot (http://www.mugshots.org/misc/bill-gates.html) 
 
 
In this study, we asked whether average entrepreneurs systematically differ from non-entrepreneurs in that they indeed 
show stronger rule-breaking tendencies in their behavior and mentality. Since rule-breaking tendencies could also have a 
negative, destructive side, we compared mild rule-breaking tendencies like modest norm-breaking activities in the 
teenage years with more severe and antisocial rule-breaking tendencies like criminal activities in adolescence or 
adulthood. We further examined gender differences in the individual biographies.  
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How we investigated this 
 
We analyzed longitudinal data from an ongoing Swedish research project that followed an entire school grade cohort of 
approximately 1000 children in the city of Örebro in Sweden to adult age, starting in 1965 at age 10. The research project 
collected rich data on antisocial tendencies, criminal activities, and the occupational career (e.g., starting an own 
business). Criminality data were obtained from the records of the local police, social authorities, and the National Police 
Board. Only offenses that led to some sort of societal sanction were counted as crime. Rule-breaking tendencies were 
measured at age 15 by focusing on norm-breaking activities and attitudes concerning activities at home (ignoring parents' 
prohibitions, staying out late without permission), at school (cheating in an exam, truanting), and during leisure time 
(smoking hashish, getting drunk, shoplifting, loitering in town in the evening).   
 
What we found 
 
We found that, in males, rule-breaking activities in adolescence indeed predicted entrepreneurial activity over the 
occupational career. In contrast, neither antisocial attitudes nor crime predicted entrepreneurship. This means that those 
male study participants who had shown early rule-breaking behavior in their teenage years had a higher likelihood of 
becoming an entrepreneur. The results do not deliver any evidence for more “hidden” antisocial tendencies (attitudes) or 
more severe rule-breaking behavior (criminal activities) in the life-course of budding entrepreneurs, when compared to 
non-entrepreneurs. Hence, modest “teenage rebellion”, which, however, does not turn into a notorious criminal career or 
antisocial mindset, was a developmental precursor of an entrepreneurial career. This result is consistent with a recent 
American study that retrospectively compared rule-breaking tendencies in the biographies of managers vs. 
entrepreneurs. Another recent American study found that mild rule-breaking behavior in adolescence is not only 
predictive of entrepreneurial activity in adulthood but also of entrepreneurial success, particularly when coupled with 
creativity and intelligence. Hence, it might need both to become a successful entrepreneur: a mild rule-breaking tendency 
in one’s behavior and a creative mind – which nicely leads us back to the Bill Gates example (he was arrested for minor 
offence in his youth).      
 
Business and Policy Advice 
 
Given that empirical evidence is growing, the rule-breaking perspective might deserve more attention in the world of 
practice and in the political discourse on entrepreneurship and its promotion. For example, entrepreneurs should be clear 
and well aware of such a “gambling” and “rebel”-facet in their personality. Since entrepreneurs usually enjoy less social 
control in their daily work than employees do (e.g., because entrepreneurs usually have no boss), both the individual 
entrepreneur and the society should actively invest in shaping such rule-breaking tendency into productive, innovative 
human agency, instead of destructive activities. Moreover, modestly deviant behavior in adolescence might not only 
place a burden on the society; it might also be a precursor of successful entrepreneurial agency in adulthood. Societies 
that depend on innovation and business creation could view teenage rebellion, and mild rule-breaking in general, also as 
a resource that contributes to the society’s success when canalized into productive innovation. In other words, 
suppressing rule-breaking and non-conformism might make societies more non-entrepreneurial.                
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